A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
using horses so that they could get far inland—an innovation
-which was to add greatly to their power for evildoing—and their
raids were more and more successful in the North. They
wintered in England, they took York, they made the English
chieftains of the North their vassals; and when the third son
of Ethelwulf, now chief King in England and active head of
Wessex, marched against them in 866 he could at first do nothing.
He besieged them in Nottingham without result, and had to
make a sort of truce. But their power not only continued, but
expanded. They destroyed the venerable and wealthy monas-
tery of Croyland, and went about massacring women and
children and destroying everything by fire. They got hold of
young Edmund, the King of East Anglia (that is, Norfolk and
Suffolk), destroying his bands at Hoxon, on the Waveney, and
then massacred him in the most hideous fashion because he
would not become their vassal, refusing to serve heathen men.
On account of this martyrdom St Edmund was venerated by
all our fathers for hundreds of years as one of the greatest of
English names; between three and four hundred years ago this
memory of St Edmund was crushed out by the Reformation
governments, but the town where he was buried and where his
shrine was is still called Bury St Edmunds. This martyrdom
of St Edmund was in 870, and in 871 what was perhaps the
greatest hofct which the Danes had yet assembled—and one
now regularly settled and planted in England—came south to
destroy what was left; that is, England south of the Thames,
called Wessex. This they did not quite succeed in doing, for
happily they were checked by a victory which the Christian
English won somewhere in the Valley of the White Horse,
known as the battle of Ashdown. Just after this the third of
Ethelwulf's sons who had been King of Wessex died, and the
fourth, who had distinguished himself especially at Ashdown,
young Alfred, was chosen Bang and leader by acclamation.
Alfred. Alfred's reign (871-900) is the most important
period in the Dark Ages of English history. It marks the
turning-point in the Danish invasions, and also the making of
England into one realm; and, again, the beginning of an official
or national language, used in documents and standing side by
side with Latin. Of these three characteristics of the reign of
Alfred the first is the most important, for if the heathen pirates
had crushed out our civilization—as they came very near to
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